T his photograph came to light in the Library recently, stuck into the Society's copy of Berthon's autobiography, A Retrospect of Eight Decades. The Reverend Edward Lyon Berthon (1813-99) was of Huguenot descent and was one of those multitalented Victorian clergymen who contributed to many different fields. One sometimes wonders how they fitted in their pastoral duties! Originally intended for a surgeon, he also studied engineering, and took Holy Orders in 1845. He served as a curate at Lymington and then held livings in Fareham and later Romsey Abbey. He made numerous inventions including a patent log for measuring the speed of ships, an early version of the screw propeller and, most famously, a collapsible lifeboat for ships. This device could be folded for storage, but unlike some of its competitors would refrain from collapsing when the hour of its need arose. In many ways it can be regarded as a distant ancestor of the modern inflatable life-raft. Having had various discouragements with his inventions he abandoned many of them, but on the urging of Samuel Plimsoll MP (of "Plimsoll line" fame) he resumed his efforts in 1873 and set up a factory to manufacture these vessels, employing nearly 100 men.
Clergymen, especially in coastal areas, were at the forefront of efforts throughout the 19th century to reduce the dreadful toll of lives lost in shipwrecks in those days of mainly sailing vessels, not only from humanitarian feelings but also because they often had the unpleasant task of burying the bodies washed ashore. It is recorded that the eccentric Parson Hawker of Morwenstow, Cornwall, had to pay the funeral bearers out of his own pocket and also to ply them with large quantities of gin before they could face the grim task of carrying the decayed victims to their last rest. A diagram of the Berthon lifeboat can be found in the English Mechanic for 9 May 1873, page 194. Berthon's factory also supplied collapsible pontoons to the Royal Engineers and portable field hospitals.
Using his engineering and timber manufacturing skills and factory, Berthon also manufactured observatories and telescopes on a fair scale. Under the trade name of the "Romsey Observatory" he devised a sectional timber building, oval in plan, which could be shipped easily and assembled on site. Many of them were provided with optics by George With of Hereford. These were supplied to various notable Victorian astronomers, his fellowclergymen among them, including T W Webb, Prof. Pritchard, and H Cooper-Key. The present photograph is labelled on the back: "Observatory & Equatorial Reflector sent to Johannesburg, Speculum 16 5/8 inches, focal length 120 inches; The cost of the collapsible building with revolving roof is £45." One infers that this figure excludes the telescope and it equates to about £2300 today. Both Berthon's book and his RAS obituary refer to this instrument, the latter stating that the optics were by Grubb, but the customer is described only as a "Gentleman at Johannesburg"; unfortunately, despite enquiries with contacts in South Africa, it has proved impossible to identify this person.
The instrument was completed in the autumn of 1898, Berthon then being aged 85. It is even possible that it was never actually sent, as the Boer war was raging; Berthon, evidently not a man to mince his words, says it will be sent to the Transvaal "as soon as Oom Paul allows that stupid little republic to settle down to a peaceful condition". P D Hingley. I will always remember Robert's enthusiasm to bring astronomy to the widest possible audience and, in particular, that night spent at Stonehenge in October 1996 to watch moonrise at minor lunar standstill. Though he had to walk with the aid of two sticks, he was as energetic that night as any youthful research student.
Astronomy education has lost a generous participator.
NAM 2002
A rrangements for the National Astronomy Meeting next year are now underway.
The NAM 2002 will be held at the University of Bristol from 8-12 April, organized by Prof. Mark Birkinshaw and Dr Robin Walker.
The NAM sessions cover all aspects of astronomy in the UK, through general and specialist sessions, as well as inviting distinguished visiting speakers to address themes of particular interest. There are also poster sessions and an exhibition.
Further details will be placed on the RAS Web page under meetings (www.ras.org.uk).
The Revd E L Berthon with his telescope, possibly destined for Johannesburg.
Robert Mills -an appreciation
Derek McNally pays tribute to an enthusiast for astronomical education -including spherical trignometry.
